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Abstract:   
Digital platforms in cultural institutions offer exciting opportunities for oral 
history and digital storytelling that can augment and enrich traditional 
collections. The way in which cultural institutions allow access to the public is 
changing dramatically, prompting substantial expansions of their oral history and 
digital story holdings. 
In Queensland, Australia, public libraries and museums are becoming innovative 
hubs of a wide assortment of collections that represent a cross-section of 
community groups and organisations through the integration of oral history and 
digital storytelling.  
The State Library of Queensland (SLQ) features digital stories online to 
encourage users to explore what the institution has in the catalogue through their 
website. Now SLQ also offers oral history interviews online, to introduce users to 
oral history and other components of their collections,- such as photographs and 
documents to current, as well as new users.  This includes the various 
departments, Indigenous centres and regional libraries affiliated with SLQ 
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statewide, who are often unable to access the materials held within, or even full 
information about, the collections available within the institution. 
There has been a growing demand for resources and services that help to satisfy 
community enthusiasm and promote engagement. Demand increases as public 
access to affordable digital media technologies increases, and as community or 
marginalised groups become interested in do it yourself (DIY) history; and SLQ 
encourages this.  This paper draws on the oral history and digital story-based 
research undertaken by the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) for the 
State Library of Queensland including: the Apology Collection: The Prime 
Minister’s apology to Australia’s Indigenous Stolen Generation; Five Senses: 
regional Queensland artists; Gay history of Brisbane; and The Queensland 
Business Leaders Hall of Fame. 
 
Background 
Digital technologies and networks offer new opportunities for cultural institutions, 
including libraries (Russo et al. 2006; Miller 2005) and are challenging their traditional 
roles as collectors, curators and providers of access to knowledge. The increasing 
centrality of digital content and platforms to knowledge systems is not only redefining 
the roles of libraries, but also substantially expanding them beyond questions of access to 
information, to include questions of participation. Despite the rapid growth of user-
created content and online social networks, digital literacies are unevenly distributed even 
in affluent Western societies. The newer concept of the ‘participation gap’ (Jenkins, 
2006) is replacing the older notion of the ‘digital divide’ as a way of framing issues of 
equity in the digital age – including the issues of cultural diversity and inclusiveness that 
are part of the remit of publicly funded institutions. In a participatory era therefore, 
‘access’ is being redefined to include not only access to materials collected, curated and 
represented by libraries, but also opportunities for active public participation and the 
development of digital literacy through the co-creation of content. 
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Worldwide, the ‘digital storytelling’ movement has been taken up with great enthusiasm 
by cultural institutions as a way of addressing these new challenges. Although the term 
‘digital storytelling’ has been used generically to describe the uses of new media for 
creating new or innovative narrative forms, as exemplified by hypertext fiction and game 
narratives, here it refers to the community media movement that is known explicitly as 
‘Digital Storytelling’ (Lambert, 2006). This model of digital storytelling is a workshop-
based process by which ‘ordinary people’ create their own short autobiographical films 
that can be streamed on the web or broadcast on television.  
Across several national, institutional and ideological contexts, the ideal of digital 
storytelling retains some core characteristics both as an aesthetic form and as a social 
practice. It is explicitly concerned with direct cultural participation through the 
remediation of ordinary expression, or ‘vernacular creativity’ (Burgess, 2006). Most 
importantly, digital storytelling legitimates vernacular creativity as a relatively 
autonomous and worthwhile contribution to public culture, including ‘participatory 
public history’ (Burgess & Klaebe, 2008). In practice, the form balances the ethics of 
democratic ‘access’ with an aesthetic that aims to maximise relevance and impact.  
In most contexts, digital storytelling is explicitly concerned with building capacity in new 
media literacies, as well as providing opportunities to participate. However, in being 
based on life histories, it also draws on skills and competencies — like informal 
storytelling — built up through everyday experience. The competencies required for 
digital storytelling cross the divide between formal and informal learning; digital 
storytelling joins together professional expertise and ordinary experience. In an 
institution like a library that also has extensive access to heritage significant images, film 
footage and documents, the public now have an opportunity to easily unite their personal 
stories with Library resource material. 
The State Library of Queensland became a national innovator in this area through the 
integration of both traditional oral history recordings and community-produced digital 
stories into its Heritage Collections in 2007. This move was undertaken to promote 
informal learning and digital literacy, and to propagate and strengthen connections with 
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community, particularly in rural regions, within the overall mission of Queensland 
Memory (Klaebe & Burgess, 2008). 
 
Oral History and Digital Storytelling at State Library of Queensland. 
For institutions of public memory, there is a natural relationship between oral history and 
digital storytelling. Oral history and digital storytelling are now part of the broader new 
media landscape, in which new technologies such as the Internet are altering both the 
form and the content possible for historical discourse, with the broadcast opportunities 
arguably becoming less conventionally narrative-based, and instead more visual and 
individuated. Increasingly, visual life-story alternatives are being explored to offer an 
appealing alternative to written narrative-based historical discourse. Dianna Allan 
predicted that increased use of Internet, videos, and CDs would generate representational 
practices that were visual and offered an appealing alternative to non-visual, narrative-
based historical discourse: “like the Internet, television and satellite are inflecting the 
articulation of collective history and the form of historical consciousness within our 
communities” (Allan, 2004). 
The popularity of creative non-fiction biographies and autobiographies of ‘ordinary 
citizens’ indicates the growing importance our society now places on the humanisation of 
history. Many public projects now use both oral history and digital storytelling as a way 
of adding brief, visual aesthetic value that technologically connects people to a 
contemporary audience in a way that an unedited oral history interview alone cannot.  
The oral history program commenced quietly at the SLQ in the late 1980s but as the 
material was not catalogued, the importance placed on oral history declined. Up until 
2003 SLQ played only a minor advisory role in relation to oral history queries, however, 
the donations of recordings were still accepted, but considered unpublished works, so 
were almost inaccessible to the public. Since then, the oral history collection increased 
and now receives a greater focus giving all Queenslanders the opportunity to record their 
stories in an oral tradition, including through music and song. Multi-media formats were 
introduced to store and provide access to the material (2005). SLQ’s future direction is 
particularly focused on Indigenous, migrant, refugee and children’s stories (to 
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complement historical material relating to children). Any unpublished material 
(regardless of format or type) presented to SLQ, either by donation or purchase, is now 
assessed for relevance according to the Collection Development policy. If the donated 
material meets the policy criteria, it is acquired.  
Most oral historians knew little about digital storytelling and its potential applications in 
heritage or oral history contexts until recently. This may be because oral history had been 
used predominately as a research tool in collecting information to produce written 
publications or exhibitions, rather than as a form of culture that might be also useful in 
itself for public communication and engagement, e.g. through digital storytelling or other 
forms of multi-media repurposing. However, the small number of staff from cultural 
institutions and libraries that had been inspired by innovative uses of multi-media 
technologies in oral history and digital storytelling, e.g. the StoryCorps project in the 
United States1 and London Voices2, quickly identified their potential uses (Stumm & 
Sayer, 2007).  
The State Library of Queensland has long been committed to the collection of material 
that documents Queensland’s history, development, and cultural life. The John Oxley 
Library is charged with the collection, preservation, and access to a comprehensive 
collection of library, archival, and other resources relating to Queensland or produced by 
Queensland authors (2005) and now includes the oral history and digital storytelling 
collections, along with photographic images and film. 
SLQ like many libraries sought to promote new literacies and active audiences as 
innovative ways of encouraging life-long learning by their users, and identified digital 
storytelling and oral history as sound methodology that could help achieve this. The State 
Library of Queensland is still the only library in Australia to have undertaken a major 
role in the collection of digital storytelling and has achieved this through its Queensland 
Stories3 program. Some other agencies such as museums, and local government and arts 
organisations have also seen the benefits, and examples are shown in the presentation of 
                                                        
1 http://www.storycorps.net/ 
2 2004. “London Voices.” London: Museum of London. 
3 http://qldstories.slq.qld.gov.au/ 
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this paper that highlight ways SLQ has implemented their strategic vision in a practical 
sense and they include:  
• Providing flexible, multi-platform public access to the oral history and digital 
storytelling collections. 
• Working with Indigenous Library Services (ILS) to build capacity and 
appropriately increase accessibility of Indigenous oral history and language recordings. 
• Loaning quality equipment and offer services and training to external stakeholders 
in order to build capacity and sustainability in oral history and digital storytelling 
throughout Queensland. 
• Allocating resources to commission high quality material where there are gaps in 
the collection, and target external funding opportunities including those in the private 
sector. 
• Encouraging regional groups, academic researchers and professional practitioners 
who undertake the production of digital stories and oral histories related to 
Queensland’s social history to lodge copies or information about collections with the 
State Library of Queensland. 
• Actively promoting innovation, creativity and cultural diversity in the use of the 
oral history and digital storytelling collections by developing and strengthening 
collaborations between internal and external partners. 
• Promote and support the use of the State Library of Queensland for hosting 
conferences, lectures, workshops and meetings related to oral history and digital 
storytelling. 
• Where possible, Heritage Collections collaborates with all programming areas in 
using exhibitions and events to re-purpose and showcase both oral history and digital 
storytelling materials, and as a collection and content creation opportunity.  
 
Through the ongoing promotion of various digital storytelling programs, SLQ’s oral 
history and digital story collections have promoted participatory engagement and 
learning opportunities by: valuing the existing connections within the community; 
encouraging the value and diversity of social history and cultural identity; and 
highlighting the importance of everyday experience and vernacular history. 
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Exemplar Projects 
(The presentation will show examples of the following collections)  
Responses to the 2008 Apology 
On 13 February 2008 Prime Minister Kevin Rudd made an apology to Australia’s 
Indigenous People on behalf of the Parliament of Australia. The State Library of 
Queensland, with assistance from Queensland University of Technology and 
Queensland’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, captured responses to 
this historic event. The State Library later conducted sessions in Mount Isa and Far North 
Queensland to capture local residents’ responses and build on to this collection.4 
Queensland Business Leaders Hall of Fame digital stories5 
The Queensland Business Leaders Hall of Fame celebrates, records and retells the past 
and present stories of outstanding Queensland business leaders, leading businesses and 
their contribution to Queensland. 
These success stories are shared in the Queensland Business Leaders Hall of Fame 
through a joint partnership between the State Library of Queensland, Queensland 
University of Technology’s Faculty of Business and the Queensland Library Foundation. 
Five Senses digital stories6 
The State Library of Queensland and Flying Arts7 jointly commissioned a collection of 
six digital stories each reflecting the personalities of regional Queensland artists. These 
stories featured in the Five Senses exhibition, which was held at State Library from 28 
February - 1 April 2009. 
Museum of Brisbane Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) Histories 





7 Flying Arts delivers creative development and arts project services in regional and 
remote Queensland 
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In 2010 the Museum of Brisbane is hosting an exhibition in partnership with the State 
Library of Queensland that will reflect Brisbane’s LGBT history.  Community members 
have been asked to contribute their stories and memorabilia for the Museum of Brisbane 
exhibition, and also to donate this archived collection permanently to the State Library to 
share with the wider community. For the past two years the local LGBT community has 
run digital storytelling and oral history workshops so that its members can be active 
participators/creators in this event. 
 
Conclusion 
The State Library of Queensland (SLQ) has taken a leading role in the collection, 
preservation and access, as well as service and training provision, public engagement and 
creative innovation in oral history and digital storytelling so as to encourage the growth 
of both and the use of the materials collected and already archived by the people of 
Queensland of this and subsequent generations. 
This strategy has been most effective because it includes true integration of two related 
areas of public memory that both focus on personalising public history – the collecting of 
oral history and the propagation of participation and digital literacy via digital 
storytelling. Digital stories are a supplement to, not a substitute for traditional oral history 
interviews and collections. In the past, oral history practice focused on collection and 
preservation rather than on its ongoing use as a catalogued library item. Through the 
integration of digital storytelling activities alongside oral history materials within 
Heritage Collections, the Queensland Memory initiative has promoted public engagement 
in and the re-purposing of oral histories and other heritage material within the collection.  
SLQ has staked out the future direction of oral history and digital storytelling in their 
institution by: establishing a collection management and development policy; ensuring 
accessibility and openness of their collections; introducing an equipment policy that 
encourages public use; and by taking a lead role in providing service and training to the 
community. 
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These initiatives have influenced the way other institutions and organizations see oral 
hisotry and digital storytelling, who now also actively seek the donation, collection, and 
creation of oral histories and digital stories with high research significance, as 
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